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MOVING FORWARD VICE ―STRAIGHT‖ AHEAD  
 

Change has a considerable psychological impact on the human mind. To 
the fearful it is threatening because it means that things may get worse. 
To the hopeful it is encouraging because things may get better. To the 
confident it is inspiring because the challenge exists to make things better.  

—King Whitney Jr. 
      

Today the military profession is frequently described as one of the most noble 

and respected institutions in the United States.1  In part, this is based on the institutional 

and individual willingness of military members to surrender comfort, individual freedoms 

and frequently lives to pay for the cost for the greater good.  They do this in defense of 

the U.S. Constitution and in the name of freedom and liberty.2  There is little debate that 

the strength and domination of the U.S. military is derived in large measure from its 

greatest commodity – its members.3  

Military service can change the fabric of a person‘s being.  It can weave into its 

members‘ hearts and minds the clear and palpable appreciation for that which is worth 

living – and that which is worth dying.  Service members have in common a familial 

sharing of pain, purpose and resolve - the bonds of which are unshakable and 

unmistakable.  The collective body of the U.S. military is proud of what it does, who it is, 

and that for which it stands.  Its way of life is based on military tradition, shared pain, 

and shared values.  It selflessly epitomizes and embodies the ideals that are America.  

This is what America respects.         

To this strong and proud U.S. institution, cultural change often does not come 

easily or comfortably.  History has shown that it may also not come willingly.4  Change, 

however, is inevitable.  It is the nature of effective organizations to adapt and progress 

with the shifting social and political environments and altering demands.  Technology, 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1688.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1688.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1688.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1688.html
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globalization, and changing social norms have dramatically changed life in the United 

States.  Today, the military is on the brink of a transformational cultural change which 

will test the military‘s resiliency, tolerance, strength, and most importantly, leadership.        

President Barack Obama, the Commander-in-Chief, has committed to bring 

about the modification of the existing law which excludes openly gay and lesbian 

persons from serving in the United States military.5  He views the exclusionary law as 

outdated and tantamount to discrimination by discounting the value and potential 

contribution of able-bodied, intelligent, loyal Americans.6  Amidst the vitriol and staunch 

opposition to a change in existing law, he has spoken to America and the world in an 

unwavering tone of tolerance and acceptance of the differences that make us uniquely 

America, conveying that differences in sexual orientation should not equate to inferior or 

disfavored status.  He has spoken soberly of the continuing sacrifices of all Americans 

who don a military uniform – not any one color or gender or ideology, but all Service 

members.  Many Members of the 111th Congress and their constituents have voiced 

many of the same strong sentiments calling the discrimination un-American and 

inappropriate – even homophobic.7  Despite some military leaders stated wishes to 

maintain the status quo because of the fear of possible negative consequences that 

could arise in the military ranks, it appears that change is inevitable.8  Whether driven by 

politics, conviction, or philosophy, the military will be faced with implementing the 

change and this will be a remarkable opportunity to once again demonstrate its 

extraordinary resilience, adaptability, tolerance, and strength.   

If the institution is to maintain its organizational effectiveness and continue to 

grow, it must develop a comprehensive strategy to implement this policy change.  The 
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military will need to address the challenges that could undermine the institution.  This 

paper examines the challenges of implementing organizational change and applies 

those principles to inevitable challenges facing the acceptance of openly gay and 

lesbian Service members within its ranks.  This paper will define a strategic message to 

guide the change effort, examine the historical and legal framework of the change, 

propose a change strategy, and finish with some observations about the prospects for 

change, keeping in mind the fundamental purpose for which our military institution exists 

– to fight and win our nation‘s wars.    

In deliberating the way ahead, one set of ideas should not be understated.  In 

light of such a significant personnel policy change, the United States leadership‘s 

message to the people of the United States and its military should be clear, consistent, 

and unremitting.  When implementing this policy change, we should emphasize that we 

are one Nation – and one unified military – forged from the American masses.  Our 

united collective tolerance of our individual differences has the potential to make us 

stronger.  As a nation, we are wiser as a result of the lessons left to us by our ancestors  

who bore the scars of prejudice, hatred and sexism so that we may live more freely – 

leveraging the capabilities of all and hoping to be judged by the quality and content of 

our character and not our heritage.9  With faith in our country and our democratic 

government, the Nation and our military are united in purpose and resolve, and we are 

responsible to carry forward the associated principles of freedom for all future 

generations.  Though there may be challenges, the U.S. military has faced such 

challenges before and emerged stronger.  We will do so again.     
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Underpinnings of the Law – Then and Now 

Every truth passes through three stages before it is recognized.  In the 
first, it is ridiculed, in the second it is opposed, in the third it is regarded as 
self-evident.10                                 

In 1993, President Bill Clinton attempted to make good on his campaign promise 

to abolish the policy which excluded homosexuals from serving in the military.  The 

President‘s efforts produced a national debate, replete with prejudices and emotional 

rhetoric over what the military would look like and what military members would be 

forced to endure if such a mandate were imposed.  As a result of the fierce 

Congressional debate and substantial military institutional resistance, a ―compromised‖ 

exclusionary law banning gays and lesbians from openly serving in the military was 

codified.11     

The exclusionary law was premised on the reasoning that if openly homosexual 

or bisexual persons were allowed to serve, "it would create an unacceptable risk to the 

high standards of morale, good order and discipline, and unit cohesion that are the 

essence of military capability."12  Despite conflicting evidence to many of the arguments 

on both sides of the issue, the law was passed in relative short order.13  The message 

was simple.  The known or open presence of gays in the military would cause unsettling 

discomfort for heterosexuals, manifesting itself in disruption to good order and discipline 

and negatively affecting morale and esprit within military units.  The aggregate of 

political, social and cultural conditions that influenced the United States and military way 

of life at that time was thought to be unready for what was perceived to be a dramatic 

change in thinking.  Based largely on the subjective professional judgment of selected 

senior military leaders, when the final cost-benefit analysis was conducted, Congress 
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determined there was too much risk to modify something that the Congressional 

majority and the military did not perceive as broken.   

During the seventeen years since the law was passed, much has changed in the 

United States and around the world.  Political, economic, social and informational 

advances have stimulated momentous societal changes and tempered perceptions 

about sexual orientation.  Raised ―social intelligence‖ has increased exposure, 

understanding and acceptance of different lifestyles.14  A more tolerant and open-

minded attitude about sexuality has fueled societal changes where same sex unions as 

well as gay and lesbian legal entitlements and benefits are commonplace.15  Twenty two 

states now have laws on the books protecting against discrimination based on sexual 

orientation.16  Public schools recognize their duty to educate and protect gay, lesbian, 

bisexual and transgender students.17  It is no longer uncommon to see gay characters 

or themes on television or in movies.  Over the last ten years, Fortune 500 companies 

that ban discrimination against workers because of their sexual orientation have grown 

from 51 percent to 88 percent.18  The truth is that despite a sector of the populace who 

still harbor distaste and sincerely held religious convictions against homosexuality, gay 

is simply no longer unordinary or even hidden.   As the unfamiliar becomes passé, the 

contempt that was previously bred from unfamiliarity is, in many circles, turning into 

ambivalence, indifference, and even acceptance.           

While this may not be welcome news for some old-school traditionalists and 

conservatives among us, from a pragmatist viewpoint it should be good news for the 

U.S. military.  The military is a nonpartisan, secular, apolitical government institution, 

objectively concerned with filling its ranks with the most qualified candidates the United 
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States has to offer.  Though many forecast a negative impact to unit cohesiveness and 

morale, recent changes in demographics and societal attitudes seems to indicate a 

more favorable environment when the law is repealed.  The potential negative impact to 

unit cohesiveness and morale is aggravated by a degree of acculturation.  Where 

acculturation no longer supports fear, the adverse impact is lessened.  In fact, one could 

posit that the U.S. military recognizing, embracing, and leveraging the full dimension of 

ideas which flows from the mixture of human conditions, to include sexual orientation, 

moves towards achieving a stated military goal of enhanced diversity.19   

The military‘s leadership is understandably apprehensive about being required to 

be a social model or the test bed for America‘s continuing democratic experiment – 

especially during a time of war on two fronts.  Notwithstanding, trust, respect, and 

effectiveness are nonnegotiable instruments of our profession.  The military leadership 

of our nation realizes that when the debates have concluded and the dust has settled, 

the defense of our nation and its policy interests are still paramount.  Our military must 

continue to function effectively and forcefully, without interruption.  For this reason, it is 

imperative for the military, with all its institutional trepidation, to meet this challenge with 

courage, understanding and strength just as it has met similar challenges of the past.  

As a reflection of our society and in response to our civilian leadership, the military 

should set aside its reservations and set about implementing this reform.  It is a policy 

whose time has come.             

The Strategy of Change 

Transformation is hard work.20  It involves sacrifice, discomfort, and often 

unpleasantness.  It means moving from a known way of doing something or thinking 

about something to a place of unfamiliarity, uncertainty and angst.  Any major 
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institutional policy change requires buy-in by the leadership and the organization.  It is 

very difficult to drive people from their comfort zones in the status quo.21  If an 

organization is to change, a compelling case must be made for why change is needed.   

In the course of giving up one thing, one hopes to gain something better.       

This is the hope of those supporting the repeal of the law that prohibits openly 

gay and lesbian persons from serving in the military.  To achieve something purportedly 

better, a more inclusive manifestation of America‘s freedoms and equality, many believe 

that the military institution must liberalize its policies to better reflect society.  The 

military will need to suspend prejudices and judgments in exchange for another step 

towards a more open society with equal opportunities, as well as responsibilities, based 

on merit and not popularity.  It should strive to set aside the collective distastes, biases 

and prejudicial moral judgments of a portion of our military, for higher order egalitarian 

principles.  Indeed, this change effort will be hard work.  That said, by applying a multi-

faceted strategy that allows for effective cultural adaptation, the military institution can 

create the conditions to facilitate a more positive reception of the change.  What follows 

is a comprehensive strategy to help ease opposition to change and make acceptance of 

a new policy more achievable.  

Changing Culture 

Prejudices, of course, don't exist in the abstract; they all come with 
distinctive and distinguishing historical peculiarities. In short, they have 
content as well as form. Underplaying the differences blinds us to the 
signature traits of other forms of social hatred. Indeed, in judging other 
prejudices by the one you know best you may fail to recognize those other 
prejudices as prejudices.22 

Successful cultural transformation is not effortless.23  Modifying the refractive lens 

of our cultural biases is complicated and uncomfortable.  It requires creating a different 
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interpretation of the personal realities we may have known or believed all our lives.  

Because of its tradition of discriminatory treatment towards gays and lesbians, this is 

the serious challenge that the military will face.  It is not, however, an insurmountable 

challenge.    

The writings of John Kotter offer an analytical framework to help guide strategic 

leaders in developing a systematic approach to bringing about institutional change.24  

Kotter describes the forces that drive organizational change and outlines an eight stage 

process for successfully bringing about major institutional change.25  These eight steps 

are: establishing a sense of urgency; creating the guiding coalition; developing a vision 

and strategy; communicating the vision; empowering a broad base of people to take 

action; generating short-term wins; consolidating gains and producing even more 

change; and institutionalizing new approaches in the organizational culture.26  Using 

these eight steps as a framework, an analysis follows proposing a systematic strategy 

to achieve successful implementation of the change.      

1. Establishing a Sense of Urgency.  Establishing a sense of urgency is 

imperative if cultural change is to be effective and accepted within an institution.  If an 

institution is generally content with the status quo of a given issue or its performance, 

there is no incentive to change.  Institutions are driven by their own inertia and as they 

grow, they develop their own agendas.27  If members of the institution see no utility in 

changing, it will be difficult to bring about group ‗buy-in‘ for the change.  In fact, a 

successful organization may resist changing altogether, and if pressed to change, may 

try to delay any movement towards an unwanted change.  In fact, with regards to the 

case at hand, the Department of Defense has opted for a 9-12 month study on the 
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impact of repealing the law, thus delaying any immediate change.28  The reasons for 

this are explicable.  Change is risky and change could mean that things could possibly 

get worse.  With no apparent personnel crisis looming for the military, there is no sense 

of urgency to change the status quo.29   

When the gay ban is actually lifted, however, a sense of urgency should be 

carefully styled by the policy makers and military leaders so as to appeal to what the 

military knows best.  The first underlying motive for prompt adaptation is that it is the 

right thing to do.  This assertion must be framed in such a way as to appeal to the 

normative rules that constrain or oblige Service member behavior and the display of 

their outward attitudes.  Military members have a certain penchant for upholding 

freedoms and liberties that are fundamental to emancipated open societies that value 

individuality and self-determination.  They also have a penchant for following orders.   

Equal treatment within government institutions based on unprejudiced substantive 

criteria related to job performance, ability and merit is a basic precept that most military 

members will see as invariably appealing and valuable.  In fact, these are critical tenets 

of the military way of life.  The strong and capable are generally rewarded and 

empowered with more responsibility.  We stand on our individual merit, but are also 

significantly judged on how we operated within a team framework.  As individual military 

members, brought together from all parts of society for a singular purpose, we believe in 

defending those principles of individual self-determination for those who have earned 

the bona fides to fully participate in the future of our country.  In the military, individuals 

sublimate their individual preferences into organizationally accepted behavior.30  This is 
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a step towards healing the divisiveness of the political and cultural landscape of 

America.  Building on that premise, if it‘s the right thing to do, it should be done quickly.       

Secondly, the United States likes winning.  There seems no more common sense 

way to build a winning team than to find and garner talent.  Historian Nathan Frank 

outlines in detail in his book, ―Unfriendly Fire,‖ the national security impact of purging 

the military of gay service members who possess specialty skills which are in great 

demand and short supply.31  He asserts that prejudice against gays in the military 

context is generally self-defeating rather than productive and has unexpected 

consequences such as weaknesses related to gathering and leveraging intelligence 

information because of significant personnel shortages in critical fields (e.g., 

translators).32  The U.S. military continues to face concerns over falling personnel 

retention rates and lowered recruitment standards.33  Changing the existing law will give 

the U.S. government access to an additional pool of talent needed to help this nation 

combat the enemies we face.  The urgency in making the change quickly is that it 

provides the military with more available talent and skill.34       

2. Creating the Guiding Coalition. Next, the military should look to creating a 

guiding coalition to transmit a vision to the American people as well as the military that 

underscores the reciprocal rights and responsibilities associated with U.S. citizenship.  

This message must be carried forward on multiple fronts from credible sources for it to 

be heard, legitimized and accepted.  Leaders from the top down will be expected to 

consistently and outwardly indicate support for the new guidance.         

     The Administration should seek the support of a credible coalition of champions such 

as former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), GEN Shalikasvilli, or former war 
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decorated veterans who have previously spoken out against the military ban on open 

gays and lesbians serving in the military.35  The existing CJCS, Admiral Michael Mullen, 

is also a strong advocate of eliminating diversity barriers and discrimination in the 

military.  Given his progressive thinking on changing the Navy‘s policy regarding women 

on submarines, he stands out as a pioneer for military equality and opportunity based 

on merit verses the status quo military mindset.36  At a Senate Armed Service 

Committee hearing held February 2, 2010, Admiral Mullen, testified that he believes 

gays and lesbians should be allowed to reveal their sexual orientation without the risk of 

being discharged.37  He added his personal belief that ―no matter how I look at this issue 

I cannot escape being troubled by the fact that we have in place a policy that forces 

men and women to lie about who they are in order to defend their fellow citizens."  

Likewise, GEN (ret) Colin Powell, former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and 

Secretary of State, who opposed allowing gays and lesbians serving openly in the early 

1990s, has also changed his mind.  He stated he now believes that ―attitudes and 

circumstances have changed‖ which leads him to believe it is time for a change in the 

law.38      

The Administration might also consider somehow showcasing the military talents 

and contributions of those Service members who have been honorably discharged 

because of their sexual orientation or have disclosed their orientation under other 

circumstances and performed with no negative impact to their unit.  1LT Dan Choi, a 

West Point graduate, infantry officer, and Arabic speaking war veteran, is being 

considered for discharge from the service for being gay after disclosing his sexual 

orientation.39  Reportedly, his orientation did not negatively impact his unit or his 
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performance in combat.40  Likewise, Staff Sergeant Eric Alva served admirably for 

thirteen years in the Marine Corps before becoming the first US service member to be 

injured during Operation Iraqi Freedom when he lost his leg to a landmine in Iraq.41  He 

was eventually medically discharged and has since declared his sexuality.  Countless 

service members such as these illustrate a different kind of story that debunks many of 

the stereotypical myths related to gays and lesbians, including that their known 

presence negatively affects a military unit.42  The military may also look to the pool of 

retired veterans who have similar agonizing stories to share.  Gay and lesbian Alumni 

groups from West Point and the U.S. Naval Academy also serve to provide a wealth of 

background educational information to help build and fuel a Coalition with substantial 

experiential evidence.     

To help build a coalition when the law is repealed, the military could bring into 

play the influence of the bipartisan members of Congress who helped bring about the 

change, including those who are current or former members of the Armed Forces. For 

example, the leading Congressional proponent for repealing the current law is 

Representative Patrick J. Murphy (Democrat-Pennsylvania, 8th District).  He is currently 

a member of the House of Representative Armed Services Committee and the House 

Intelligence and Oversight Committee.  Congressman Murphy is an Iraq war veteran, a 

lawyer, a former United States Military Academy professor and criminal prosecutor, a 

father and husband, who strongly believes that the existing law is discriminatory.43  He 

believes the ban has compounded negative effects on the military‘s readiness and does 

not well serve the Nation or its people.44  Similarly, Representative Joe Sestak 

(Democrat-PA, 7th District), a retired Navy rear admiral who also serves on the House 
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Armed Service Committee, supports the repeal of the law and sees it as 

discriminatory.45  Representative Murphy talks about how the effectiveness of 

operations is not impeded by the presence of gays while Congressman Sestak speaks 

to equal rights.  Interestingly, these two members come at the issue with different points 

of view and reasoning while arriving at the same conclusion.  Pulling in Republicans 

who supported the repeal will add balance to a coalition movement.  A powerful and 

convincing coalition will set the stage for accepted change.  

3.  Developing a Vision and Strategy. To implement the policy successfully, 

military leaders must create a vision of the future which directs, inspires and aligns 

actions with ideals.46  To this end, military leaders will be required to combine their 

words with deeds to credibly communicate their message, reaching hearts and minds, 

and helping Service members accept, if not embrace the change.47  An effective vision 

should be imaginative, appealing, flexible, feasible, focused, and understandably 

communicated so as to express those benefits to all the stakeholders.48  Today‘s 

leaders possess the mental acuity to adapt to changing circumstances and lead.  In 

creating an effective vision, the nation is asking nothing new of our military leaders.49   

Perhaps a page from our own American history can help us shape a message for 

the future as well as illustrate the misgivings of our past.  As history has slowly revealed 

itself about the details of the American Civil War, we have gradually learned from 

various sources about the women who disguised themselves as men and enlisted in 

both the Confederate and Union armies.50  During the Civil War, stringent legal, social 

and economic barriers existed for women, in much the same way that gays and 

lesbians face legal, social and economic impediments today.51  Despite society‘s 
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oppression, these women saw fit to disguise themselves as men and marched off to 

fight during the Civil War. 52   In much the same way, gays and lesbians shroud their true 

identities today so that they may serve.  The timeless motivations of these heroic Civil 

War women included patriotism, honor, heritage, love of country, or simply a desire for 

excitement.53  They fought ―like demons,‖ they were wounded and killed, and ―with the 

exception of their sex, female Soldiers did not differ in any fundamental way from male 

Soldiers.‖54  Today women are not only embraced as members of the U.S. military, they 

are a critical to its success.  Social notions of gender propriety and roles are restricting  

gays and lesbians today in much the same way as women were being kept in check two 

hundred and fifty years ago.                       

A new refined vision can be developed through many methods.  Three simple 

methods are outlined herein:  expanding the value of the change for all the parties 

affected, demonstrating the inherent benefit of diversity, and using a more pragmatic 

logical approach to conceptualizing the change.   

Expand the Value. Strategic leaders must ―expand the value‖ of the change to all 

stakeholders after the exclusionary law is repealed.  To that end, changing the law will 

provide many benefits across the military from underscoring the true meaning of 

citizenship through burden sharing and upholding responsibilities of our free society to 

leveraging the skills of our most talented citizenry.   

Expanding the value also means increasing the mutual respect and confidence of 

all the stakeholders.  To avoid dissention and friction, strategic leaders must find 

reasons for all stakeholders to feel like champions of the change.  For this reason, the 

leadership‘s message should target the multiple stakeholders involved.  First and 
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foremost, the most critical stakeholders are the American people for whom the Military 

serves and from which the military is drawn.  Next, the military itself needs the 

leadership to provide it with a clear and unequivocal vision, keeping in mind both the 

anti-repeal and pro-repeal populations.   The international community, though an 

indirect stakeholder, should also take notice as the change speaks to U.S. equal 

treatment of its citizenry and support for human rights and tolerance.          

The message must shape a more sophisticated awareness of the environment.  

It must ease the concern of those opposing a change and help them realize a full 

understanding of the benefits in opening up the ranks.  The current law, which excludes 

open gays and lesbians from military service, places the entire burden for defense of 

the nation on heterosexuals.   The policy actually ends up shielding gays and lesbians 

from military service.  Being a U.S. citizen carries with it both rights and responsibilities.  

Thus, while gays and lesbians reap many of the benefits and liberties guaranteed to 

Americans, if they outwardly acknowledge their sexuality they bear no responsibility in 

defending those rights on the field of battle. 

From an international perspective, a change in policy sends a message to the 

international community that the United States is tolerant and the U.S. military is 

adaptable and continues to be able to assimilate with the changing times.  Twenty-nine 

countries have allowed gays and lesbians to openly serve in their militaries with little, if 

any, reported negative repercussion.55  Some, such as Italy, view it as a violation of their 

Constitution to discriminate on the basis of sexual orientation.56  The U.S. modification 

would evidence America‘s interest in human rights, basic equality and eliminate 

institutional discrimination based on sexual orientation.  
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Diversity.  

If we are to achieve a richer culture, rich in contrasting values, we must 
recognize the whole gamut of human potentialities, and so weave a less 
arbitrary social fabric, one in which each diverse human gift will find a 
fitting place.57 

Diversity can increase strength if brought together skillfully.   It can also cause 

create problems if allowed to become a catalyst for intolerance, bias, or dissonance.  

The challenge for the military in this regard will be to continue the diversity movement 

that the military has already begun focusing on true integration and reward based on 

performance, achievement and potential.   

Everyone wants to be a part of a winning team.  A winning team leverages the 

winning qualities of all its members by finding strength and power in each individual‘s 

skills and attributes.  Bravery, intelligence, skill, and muscle are not the exclusive 

domain of any one group.58  Diversity in the ranks has the potential to produce 

imagination and strength of thought by simply coming at problems from different points 

of reference and creating appropriately aligned strategies to problem solving.  To that 

end, diversity has potential value, and it is imperative that strategic leaders embrace 

and convey to military members the message that the military institution embraces 

people from all walks of life and in doing so strives to build the strength of the Nation.59   

Pragmatist Approach. Economists study how individuals make choices about the 

use of resources in order to satisfy needs.  In using the economists approach, the 

logical application of dispassionate analysis should focus on acceptable and 

unacceptable behavior and conduct verses professed ethical or moral dogma.  There is 

no good and evil associated with pragmatic decision-making when dealing with 

efficiencies.   A scarcity of resources requires finding a means to otherwise meet a 
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need.  The repeal will not only save taxpayer costs associated with investigating, 

adjudicating, and processing the discharges of gays and lesbians from the military, but 

will also help the military better fill its ranks with talented patriotic Americans.  According 

to the Government Accounting Office, since 1993 when the law was enacted, upwards 

of 13,000 service members have been discharged under the law with costs running 

upwards of $95.4 million in recruiting and $95.1 million in training replacements.60   

Additionally, of those gays and lesbians discharged, many were self-identified as 

gay or lesbian.  Repealing the law will eliminate the possibility that service members 

could declare, truthfully or not, their homosexuality to obviate of their service obligation.          

4.  Communicating the Change Vision. To effect the change in policy 

successfully, military leaders must not only create a vision that aligns actions with 

ideals, they must also credibly and consistently communicate their message to 

stakeholders and facilitate the change. 61  The message should be straight-forward and 

elegantly simple. 62  It should focus on mutual respect for one another and actions that 

will not be tolerated across the board by anyone regardless of their gender or 

orientation.  It should be communicated through words, as well as example, in multiple 

forums with consistency.63  The coalition of former Service members, Congressmen, 

and military leaders can be used as an instrument from which to impart the message.  

Military leaders at all levels, however, will have the duty of conveying commitment to 

supporting the change.        

Any inconsistencies or disparities between the old way of doing business and the 

new way should be explained.64  For example, strategic leaders will have to align the 

new changed policy with the old paradigm that not only excluded gays and lesbians but 
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also in some cases punished them.65  The military must emphasize that once a different 

policy is implemented, all members of the military will only be disciplined for misconduct, 

not homosexual orientation.  There is the eventuality that gays and lesbians within the 

ranks will choose to reveal their sexuality at some point during their service.  This 

eventuality should be planned for not only in the message the leadership sends but also 

actions it takes to ensure no negative repercussions flow from a homosexual member‘s 

revelation.  Leaders must communicate that a manifestation of a lack of respect for any 

Service member will not be tolerated.  The new policy will require a new cultural 

alignment with the new contemporary operating environment.   

5. Empowering for Broad-Based Action. One of the most critical mistakes an 

institution can make is to believe that change can be implemented simply by 

announcing a change in policy.   In fact, cultural change takes team work and 

empowerment to remove barriers and obstacles to change.66  To that end, it is critical for 

the Department of Defense to examine what processes and systems undermine the 

new cultural vision and impinge on the change effort.  They must then determine what 

action, if any, should be taken so as to re-align existing systems with the new vision.67   

Empowerment means removing barriers, providing appropriate training, and providing 

leaders with the power to enforce the policy.68         

This area may present the greatest challenge for the military.  It requires 

examining the legal, social and infrastructure issues that may serve as barriers.  Some 

systems may not need any tinkering such as recruitment, promotions, and evaluation 

appraisals.69  These should continue to be based on identifiable qualifications such as 

intelligence, performance and potential.  Even administrative actions and criminal 
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actions can be properly lined up with the new guiding principles without great difficulty, 

though the some may want to hand-wring over the details.   

The greater incongruity will exist if there is an expectation that sexual orientation 

be treated as irrelevant but then to not provide the same benefits to homosexuals and 

heterosexual couples.  Some states recognize legal contractual unions between same 

sex couples.  That number may or may not grow in the coming years, as court cases 

shape the future of the gay-rights movement.  Additionally, in June 2009, President 

Obama signed an executive order granting some benefits to same sex partners of 

federal employees.70 Practically speaking however, the military at this point may 

legitimately justify treating gay couples disparately by applying the ―Defense of Marriage 

Act‖ which arguably provides that same sex unions will not be federally recognized.71   

That said the military must recognize the issues connected to benefits and 

allowances related to sexuality.  The stakes include housing, increased pay allowances 

for ―family-members,‖ medical care, educational benefits and alike.  If the Defense of 

Marriage Act is amended or overturned, the military will be forced to revisit some of the 

issues related to partner benefits.  The President has indicated that he believes the Act 

should be repealed, which may portend its future demise.72  For the purpose of 

changing the institutional culture, the disparity in treatment will send mixed signals to 

the institution and potentially serve to undercut some of the thrust of the policy change.   

Once the disparities are reconciled and the newly aligned policies are in place, 

there should be training and discussion to make sure that the policy and supporting 

procedures are consistent for both heterosexual and homosexual Service members.73  
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Again, inconsistencies should be justifiable in order to maintain the legitimacy of the 

policy.      

There will always be those who simply cannot stomach change or try to undercut 

the change.74  They must be dealt with carefully but consistently and on a case by case 

basis by the leadership.  Because institutional cultural change doesn‘t happen quickly, 

best efforts must be made to at least gain the buy-in of individuals.  If winning them over 

does not work, appropriate tailored actions should be considered to ensure the policy is 

not undercut.   This could mean anything from counseling to removal depending on the 

actions of the Service member and the individual circumstances of the case.  This will 

be the cost of gaining buy-in and legitimacy.    

6. Generating Short-Term Wins. Short term wins must be visible, unambiguous, 

and clearly relate to the change effort.75  Identifying short term wins serves multiple 

purposes including: providing evidence that the efforts being made are worth the 

change; rewarding agents of change; fine-tuning vision and strategy; undermining 

cynics and self-serving resisters; keeping leadership on board; and finally building 

momentum for support.76     

One immediate visible short term gain may be demonstrated through the 

retention and addition of valuable skill sets, such as linguists, being added to the force.  

The promotion of openly gay high ranking officers and NCOs may also serve to produce 

legitimacy for the change.   

7. Consolidating Gains and Producing More Change. Celebrating short-term wins 

not only persuades those who are politically or emotionally resisting change, but it can 

also build momentum for further change and greater acceptance of the change.77  In an 
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organization made up of interdependent parts, building capacity through additional 

incremental change is important.78  Once the immediate change has been accepted, the 

military may move to then consider providing similar benefits to legally recognized 

homosexual relationships, such as receiving dependent medical care or the increased 

housing allowances rates (with dependent) for those legally sanctioned same sex 

unions.  Placing deserving openly gay service members in key positions may also 

demonstrate dedication and support for the new policy and also consolidates gains.  

The passage of time and the initial reception of the policy change may or may not allow 

these gains to be recognized in the shortterm.  Regardless, the strategic leaders should 

be thinking long-term about how to produce more beneficial long term change.           

8.  Anchoring new Approaches in Culture. Kotter notes that culture is powerful for 

three primary reasons:  individuals are selected and indoctrinated into the culture, 

culture exerts itself through the actions of hundreds or thousands, and all of this 

happens without much conscious intent and is thus not easy to change.79  For these 

reasons, replacing the old culture can be a challenge.  Norms come at the conclusion of 

transformation and depend on whether the new policy works and is accepted.80  Seeing 

the value of this change in policy will require frequent exchanges of information and the 

eventual elimination of the ―old timers‖ who ―remember when‖ things were different.81  

Attention must be paid to not allow the old culture to reassert itself in attempts to 

undercut the new policy. 82  This may take time but military leaders must maintain a 

consistent and sustained level of effort by continuously monitoring the organization 

much the same way they currently do with sexual harassment and racial discrimination.      
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Conclusion 

In the end, with the right leadership, there is little doubt that when directed to do 

so, the military will faithfully execute the orders it has been given and uphold the law 

dictated by Congress and approved by its Commander in Chief.  The military must also 

be realistic and sober about the prospects of effectively moving forward.  If a 

comprehensive change strategy is in place when the change comes, Service members 

will be ready to implement whatever challenges they face.  The Force will not be 

broken, their cohesion will not be torn, and unit effectiveness will not be degraded.   

America‘s adversaries want nothing more than for the nation and its military to be 

turned against itself, whether by race, religion, gender or just plain fear of one another 

or lack of understanding.  America‘s enemies benefit when we exclude intelligent, 

capable and strong Americans from our military talent pool and when we foment 

divisiveness in our country through laws that unfairly disfavor certain groups.  Internal 

prejudices and discrimination against gays and lesbians have the potential to divide us, 

not just as a military but as a Nation.  By fostering an environment of mutual respect for 

one another based on performance and ability, the organization benefits.  As a result of 

understanding the full dimension of human relationships we move our military closer 

towards achieving a better standard of freedom and equality for America and the world.   
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